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BEDFORD TOWNSHIP - Carol Stephens can read the newspaper in her bedroom 24 hours a day without ever turning on the lights.  The Wellsley Dr. resident gets all the light she needs from those standing in the parking lot and around the buildings of the Kroger Plaza at Sterns and Secor Roads. Before the store was built, Mrs. Stephens lived in a home that overlooked a wooded lot.

Today, her back yard faces the rear of the plaza's strip mall stores and the constant glare of its associated lighting.

"I went to all the meetings. When they came in here there were all sorts of agreements made that they would and wouldn't do specific things ... Like the garbage trucks behind the store," she said. "They come around at 4:40 a.m. on weekdays. And the delivery trucks are on the road right behind my home. They won't even understand till they hear the trucks rumbling all day long. There's nothing you can do about that.  

"Those people over there better get ready for a big lifestyle change," Mrs. Stephens said, talking about the residents living around the Sterns Rd. and Lewis Ave. intersection where a Wal-Mart is being considered as part of a lawsuit settlement.  "I can tell those residents that their lives will truly change," she said.  

The Bedford Township Board last week held a special meeting to publicly roll out a proposed settlement with Whitman Ford Co. that could ultimately result in a 203,819-square-foot Wal-Mart Supercenter and gas station being built in the northwest corner of the intersection.  The Whitman’s are suing the township over rezoning to build the proposed grocery and general merchandise store. Last week was the first time residents got to see what the township board is considering.  "I'm not a fan of Wal-Mart," said Carol Chitwood, who lives on Indian Rd., which parallels the western edge of the Whitman property. "Nor do I want a Wal-Mart with its noisy trucks and lights in my back yard. I have a plat map here that says it's supposed to be residential."  

Mrs. Chitwood's home will be abutting the delivery truck turn-around portion of the proposed Wal-Mart. The store will sit about 200 feet from her property line. There are existing woods behind her home.  The proposed plans would augment the entire property line with more trees and even a berm that Wal-Mart consultants say should prevent residents from having to stare at the side of a giant box store.  

"It's a three-tiered landscape plan," said Nick Miller, a consultant with Atwell-Hicks, an engineering company representing Wal-Mart. "It's actually going to mimic the northern end of the property to provide visual screening."  Beginning almost at the storefront and heading south along the western edge of the 51-acre property, the landscape buffer plans call for 143 different evergreen, flowering and canopy trees augmented with evergreen and deciduous shrubs.   Further south, the trees will be more closely concentrated within the 120-foot wide buffer between the Indian Rd. properties and the Wal-Mart parking lot. A massive storm water detention pond is planned for that southern area as well.  "It's an excellent and beautiful landscaping and buffer plan," says Jon Whitman, who has been trying to sell the property in question to Wal-Mart since sometime in 2001. "Look at all those trees. They won't see a thing."  The site is expected to be built at a lower elevation than the neighboring homes and the addition of the berm and trees looks on conceptional drawings that they will shield those residents.   

But for Dennis Rabb, who lives only a few homes north of Sterns Rd. on Indian Rd., the screening isn't the major issue. Rather, he said, the problem is adding a Wal-Mart to Bedford Township.  "Yeah, it'll be in my back yard. In the whole scheme of eternity and that it's not going to make that much difference what my back yard looks like," he said. "That's not the issue. The issue is that this store will totally change the whole sense of our community. ... The feel of our community."  Wal-Mart Watch, a Washington, D.C.-based self-appointed watchdog of the retailer, claims adding a Wal-Mart to an area like Bedford Township increases crime, depresses wages and gridlocks traffic, among other things.  "The first thing you'll see are other chain stores building up around the store," said Wal-Mart Watch spokeswoman Laura Jack. "That can contribute to sprawl and lead to lots of strip malls that aren't necessarily planned well."  This proposed development does include seven "out lots" that range in size and surround the Wal-Mart itself.

Attorney Thomas Hanson represents Whitman. He said during the meeting that the out lots would be ideal for things like Applebee’s and similar restaurants, but also that boutiques and strip malls may be interested.  The out lots will be sold individually by the Whitman’s. Several residents at the meeting commented on the existing vacancies within other strip malls around the Lewis Ave. corridor. Some questioned why Wal-Mart wouldn't be interested in renovating property at the Northtowne Mall on Alexis Rd. in Toledo.  "This must have been the best property available," said Nick Infante, senior public relations manager for Wal-Mart's Michigan operations. "We do look at sites like that and there must've been a reason why (Wal-Mart corporate real estate officials) have chosen that site."  

The company is renovating a former Super Kmart store in Dearborn and is using a former mall property in Livonia, Mr. Infante said. But adding new stores to the area isn't the only thing Wal-Mart brings, Ms. Jack of Wal-Mart Watch said, ticking off a host of issues that have to do with the environment, storm water and litter.  "But there's also a second tier of issues," she said. "Not that they're any less important, they're just not as visible. Wal-Mart has a tendency to increase pressure on mom-and-pop retailers selling the same things.  "They often drive them out of business," Ms. Jack said. "And they have the willingness to pay low wages so other businesses are forced to lower wages to keep up. It depresses wages in the whole area."  

Mr. Infante disagrees.  "Our average wage is $9.87 an hour in Michigan," he said. "That's well above the minimum wage. We built a store in Chicago and had 25,000 applicants for 450 jobs. I wouldn't work at a job if I could make more somewhere else, would you?  "I mean, if you want to compare wages, let's compare retail wages. I don't know what Meijer or Target pay, but I bet it's similar.  Ms. Jack said Wal-Mart adds crime.  

"With a Wal-Mart, there is an up-tick in crime," she said. "Simply because there are a lot of crimes that take place on Wal-Mart properties. Wal-Mart is a small town. It is a magnet for people and where you get a lot of people going it is like a lightning rod for trouble."  

That's one of the things that worry Judy Frankowski, a member of Bedfordwatch.com and a resident of Ashland Dr., directly north of the Whitman property.  "That store is going to be open 24 hours a day," she said. "I don't know who's going to be behind my house. The benefits of being able to buy some cheap clothes and save a few dollars are not fair for the burden we will have."

Doug Bermick, chairman of Bedfordwatch.com, said the group isn't looking to run Wal-Mart out of town - or the Whitman’s.  "We just don't want this in our back yards," the Birchwood Dr. resident said. "We have nothing against Wal-Mart or Whitman. I praised the Whitman’s during my speech (at the meeting) for the things they've done.  "This isn't about who, this is about where. This is not the appropriate place," Mr. Bermick said, citing recent news of a second Wal-Mart store being considered in Frenchtown Township. "There was no fight about that Wal-Mart. Do you know why?   "Because they're putting it where it's already appropriately zoned. 

We don't care if Wal-Mart comes to town; we just want it in the appropriate place. I got the feeling from the meeting the other night that this was a done deal."  Farmington Hills attorney David Landry, who is defending the township in the lawsuit, said at the meeting, "I'm interested in the board's understanding, and the public's understanding, that the issue isn't whether Wal-Mart can come here or not. That's not your choice.  "It's not an issue of whether or not. The issue is where."  

But that's not quite the way it is, Mr. Bermick said.  "I started doing my work and I discovered that it's not. There is no way this is going to go through unless the township board members approve it," he said.  Supervisor Walt Wilburn and Trustee Dennis Steinman have been integral in planning the proposed store, Mr. Whitman said, adding that Trustees Larry O'Dell and Paul Francis also have attended meetings that were held at township attorney offices in Monroe where the proposed settlement was hammered out during the past several months.  If the board adopts the settlement, Wal-Mart would face no township planning processes, according to Mr. Steinman, who said after this week's meeting that details already had been covered.  

Still, even Mr. Whitman said he's unsure how the township will vote.  "I really don't know till they vote what they're going to do," he said. "The thing that hasn't come out of this yet is that this is a really good deal for the community as a whole.

"Our agreement with them is that I'm giving up my right to claim damages against the township," Mr. Whitman said. "I've been denied for five years on this sale. Plus there are attorneys' fees and everything else.  "What I'm giving up is the damages and the attorneys fees and all that," he said. "They (the board) have negotiated very well on behalf of the residents of the township, the taxpayers. If they lose, it's a significant number. They've negotiated that away for the benefit of the entire community. And the budget of the entire community."  

Mr. Bermick said members of Bedfordwatch.com are hopeful the board won't cave in to threats.  "The township board members have the final say, period. All we have is their vote. We put them in office to be our votes. We need seven voices to speak up loud and clear. We will support them 110 percent if this goes to court," Mr. Bermick said. "This isn't a done deal."  
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